In the Rhetoric, Aristotle drew attention to metaphor as the most effective means of communicating new ideas. 'Now strange words simply puzzle us; ordinary words convey only what we know already; it is from metaphor that we can best get hold of something fresh.!l In An Apology for Poetry, Sir Philip Sidney quite naturaIly turned to metaphor to help elucidate his own interpretation of the Aristotelian poetic: 'Poesy therefore is an art of imitation, for so Aristotle termeth it in his word mimesis, that is to say, a representing, counterfeiting, or figuring forth -to speak metaphoricaIly, a speaking picture -with this end, to teach and delight.'2 Sidney's adoption of Simonides's phrase, 'a speaking picture', is usually discussed within the wider context of the Renaissance commonplace derived from Horace's dictum ut pictura poesis.
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What is less frequently pointed out, however, is the significance of the metaphoric basis of the analogy between the pictorial and poetic arts. In fact, Sidney's self-conscious introduction of a metaphor into his own most overt statement of poetic principle teIls us more about his own attitudes towards metaphor than it does about the precise meaning of the metaphor itself. The rhetorical accumulation of the sentence as it builds up towards the final metaphor endorses the superiority of the figurative over the more literal expressions which precede it, and consequently reveals more than a theoretical reiteration of the Aristotelian doctrine of mimesis. Sidney's definition of poetry here roots itself in a commitment to metaphor as a means of pursuing, encompassing and expressing new ideas.
The implication behind Sidney's use of metaphor is not that metaphor can express things which cannot be said any other way. What it suggests about metaphor is, firstly, that it can say certain things more explicitly than any other form of expression and, secondly, that without metaphoric perception, certain relationships could not be perceived at all and could therefore not possibly be expressed. Aristotle's view of metaphor certainly invests it with inspirational powers:
It is a great thing, indeed, to make a proper use of these poetical forms, as also of compounds and strange words. But the greatest thing by far is to be a master of metaphor. It is the one thing that cannot be learnt from others; and it is also a sign of genius, since a good metaphor implies an intuitive perception of the similarity in dissimilars. 4 If, as Aristotle here says, to metaphorize weIl is a gift of genius, through which hidden relationships can be intuitively grasped, then metaphor becomes instrumental in the processes of invention and discovery. Metaphor is not a me re ornament of language, it is involved in the redefinition of reality that springs from the 'perception of the similarity in dissimilars', which is inconceivable without the metaphoric process.
The search for such an heuristic theory of metaphor underlying the Elizabethan poetic is best directed towards the poets' own self-referential comments when they surface in the literature of the period. A discussion of metaphor, as a means of discovering truths about the world that remain hidden from other forms of discourse, when it does appear, is frequently expressed metaphorically itself. A significant starting point is offered by a particularly deceptive passage in Antany and Cleapatra. When the metaphoric implications of Mark Antony's description of a crocodile are drawn out, it can be seen to offer a telIing critique of the imaginative sterility of non-metaphoric language:
Ant.
[Ta Caesar] Thus do they, sir: they take the flow 0' the Nile By certain scales i' the pyramid; they know, By the height, the lowness, or the mean, if dearth Or foison follow. The higher Nilus swells, The more it promises: as it ebbs, the seedsman Upon the slime and ooze scatters his grain, And shortly comes to harvest.
Lep.
Y'have strange serpents there?
